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Evaluating the Institute for Editing Historical
Documents
BETHLUEY

li

e Institute for Editing Historical Documents has
been meeting every sununer since 1972. More than
four hundred editors, archivists, teaching faculty,
graduate students, and independent scholars have benefited
from its teaching sessions, tutorials, and good fellowship.
The institute has become an institution. Those who have
spent a week or two in Madison (since 1978) or an earlier
venue, whether as campers or as counselors, are nearly
unanimous in agreeing that the experience was professionally valuable. But aside from the comments on each session written by the interns, there has been no systematic
evaluation of the institute. This article attempts to provide one such long-term evaluation, in the form of the
currently fashionable "outcomes assessment." However,
the unadorned statistics I have gathered provide only a
barebones assessment of the institute that would benefit
from being fleshed out by participants. The comments
of those who have attended the institute would help to
confirm, correct, or supplement this account. I would
welcome correspondence on the subject.
Educational evaluators must begin by knowing the
goals of the course or program they are studying. Sometimes the goals are clear and uniform for all students: at
the end of the course, students should be able to add and
subtract three-digit numbers without using a calculator,
layout an eight-page newsletter using specific software,
or master a certain number of cases in Latin. The goals
of the institute are less specific, and they are not uniform
for all students. Instructors introduce the basic philosophies and procedures of documentary editing to a group
of students who begin with different levels of skills, experience, and interest, and who have a wide range of
backgrounds and motivations.
A typical institute class includes historians who have
recently joined ongoing projects (either as NHPRC interns
or as regular staff members), archivists undertaking editorial projects or trying to decide how best to make colBETH LUEY is the founding director of the Scholarly Publishing
Program at Arizona State University and a 1981 graduate of the
Institute for Editing Historical Documents.

lections accessible, teaching faculty who wish to include
editing in the curriculum, researchers who want to include
edited documents in a larger work or who want to undertake one limited editorial project, independent scholars with an editorial project in mind, and graduate students
who are exploring the field. The commitment of the interns ranges from casual to intense; their experience, from
nonexistent to significant. Their ages range from twentysomething to sixty-something. It is impossible to set uniform expectations for such a group, so any evaluation will
have to allow for a wide range of desirable outcomes.
The institute is dedicated in part to teaching specific
skills, but the goal of the two weeks (since 1996 one week)
is not mastery: a three-hour session on transcription, annotation, selection, organization, searching, or indexing is
simply not adequate for that goal. All of these skills require practice, testing alternatives, making mistakes, and
starting over before any sort of genuine accomplishment
is visible. In other words, the institute goal lies beyond
mere acquaintance but does not approach mastery. It
might best be defined as imparting an appreciation of
complexity plus the tools for decision making and independent learning-not an easy outcome to measure.
Then there is the problem of the students' own goals.
For some interns, the goal is to be able to handle a new
job competently and to lay a foundation for moving
gradually up the editorial ladder. Their success could be
measured by whether they acquired and retained an editorial position and advanced in the field Some interns have
a specific project in mind, with success measured by
completion of that project. Others want to enhance their
understanding of the field,· either to work with editors
or to teach students. They alone can decide whether they
have met their own expectations. Still others might want
to see whether editing is something they want to do, with
success defined as making an informed decision to continue or not (another outcome that is difficult to evaluate).
Because the goals of the institute are various, it makes
sense to use several measures to evaluate its outcomes.
These include the number of alumni who remain in the
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editing profession or in related areas of history, the number of editions alumni have produced, and the number
of other works they have published. These measures have
the advantage of being objective and quantifiable, but they
are not easy to discover. In each case, the difficulties of
getting the information are noted, along with the likely
impact on the data. I relied on the original class lists, the
current directory of the Association for Documentary
Editing, biographical directories, and a variety of bibliographic databases to compile the information. Nevertheless, some gaps remain.
To begin with, although the institute began in 1972,
complete lists of interns are available only for 1978 forward, with partial lists for only three earlier classes. And
because publications generally take at least three years to
appear, that part of the analysis ends with the 1995 institute. The data on publications, therefore, cover only eighteen classes comprehensively, totaling slightly more than
325 graduates. The data on employment cover an additional50 post-1995 graduates. About 25 percent of the
institute alumni are now members of the ADE, so I had
to rely on other professional society directories, project
web sites, biographical directories, and bibliographical
sources to determine where graduates are now employed.

This approach was, of course, far more effective for
determining full-time editorial employment than for discovering other sorts of jobs in which alumni can be found.
In addition, it provided information about the late 1990s
but generally nothing earlier, so that the states of alumni
careers between enrollment and the present are usually
absent. The information I did find is reliable, but a lot of
information is missing.

Employment
In calculating the figures on employment, I placed one
person in more than one category only if he or she had
been primarily employed in more than one activity at different times. Thus, a person who has worked for more
than one editing project is counted only once, as being
employed as a documentary editor. A person who worked
on an editorial project and then took a job with a historical agency (or vice-versa) was counted twice, once as an
editor and once as an agency employee. I was unable to
determine employment at any time for 83 of the 379
alumni. Some of these people are probably still in graduate school; some are retired; some may be working as historians in settings that do not show up in the biographical
directories of historians.

The 1994 Summer Institute participants on the steps of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. This was the last year that
Dick Sheldon, at the far right, directed the Institute.
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Graduates of the institute have joined the staffs of
more than fifty editorial projects with institutional sponsorship and staffs of at least two people. They are or have
been the chief editors or directors of more than a dozen
of these. In some cases they are the founding directors,
and in others they have been promoted to the post. A
conservative estimate of the number of institute graduates who have worked full-time on sponsored editorial
projects is around 120. Some projects have employed
several graduates of the institute. The record holder appears to be the Lincoln Legal Papers, which at one time
or another has employed at least nine alumni. The papers
of Thomas Edison, Emma Goldman, James Madison,
and George Washington are not far behind (see tables 1
and 2). A handful of alumni have worked for more than
one project. In other words, roughly 40 percent of institute graduates whose employment I could determine (or
31 percent of the total) have at one time or another
worked full-time for editorial projects with institutional
sponsors. Another 20 percent of the identified graduates
(15 percent of the total) are working on or have completed smaller editions, whether as independent scholars,
as historical agency employees, or as teaching faculty. Thus,
about 60 percent of the identified graduates, and 45
percent of the total graduates, are using what they were
taught at the institute in their daily work or in their primary research activity.
Institute alumni have worked for a number of federal, state, and private historical institutions. Sometimes
their jobs include editorial responsibilities. The federal
agencies include the National Archives and Records Administration and the National Historical Publications and
Records Commission, the Library of Congress, the Federal Judicial Historical Office, and the Naval Historical
Center. The state historical societies of Indiana, Missouri,
North Dakota, and Wisconsin employ alumni, as do the
state archives of New Jersey, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina. Graduates work for the Carter
and Hoover presidential libraries and for such private
historical institutions as the American Jewish Historical
Society, the American Antiquarian Society, and the Historic New Orleans Collection. When the graduates employed by university and other archives are added, the total
number of alumni so employed comes to about 85, or
30 percent of identified graduates and 20 percent of the
total.
The remaining graduates fall into three categories: those
with full-time teaching or university administrative positions (30 percent of the identified graduates and 20 percent of the total); graduate students completing their

Table 1. The Top Alumni Employers
Graduates
Employed*

Edition
Lincoln Legals
Thomas A. Edison
James Madison
Emma Goldman
George Washington
Margaret Sanger
Marcus Garvey
Ulysses S. Grant
Martin Luther King, Jr.
John Marshall
Reooveringthe Hispanic
Literary Heritage
Stanton and Anthony

9
8

7
6
6

4
3
3
3
3
3
3

Twenty-one other projects have employed two graduates each,
eleven of these as directors.
'~at any time, not necessarily simultaneously or at present.

Table 2. Projects That Have
Been Directed by Graduates

Project

Director

Jefferson Davis
Thomas Edison

LyndaL. Crist, '79
Reese Jenkins, '79
BarbaraOberg, '77
Candace Falk, '80
Jacqueline Goggin,
'85; Morey D.
Rothberg, '84
Gary Moulton, '77
Cullom Davis, '89
Beverly Palmer, '81
RonaldLimbaugh, '81
Arthur Wertheim, '91
Esther Katz, '86
Ann Gordon, '76
Beverly Palmer, '81
MaevaMarcus, '76

Benjamin Franklin

Emma Goldman
J. Franklin Jameson

Journals of Lewis & aark
Lincoln Legal Papers
LucretiaMott
John Muir
Will Rogers
Margaret Sanger
Stanton!Anthony
Thaddeus Stevens
Supreme Court

The modesty of documentary editors makes it likely that this list
is incomplete: most people do not list their titles in the directones.

June 1999/DOCUMENTARYEDITING

37

degrees (a small number, mostly from recent classes); and
22 percent unaccounted for. Table 3 summarizes these
data.

Table 3. Employment of Alumni

Employment
Full-time editor on
supported project
Part-time editor or
independent scholar
Archivist or agency
administrator
Teacher or university
administrator

Unknown

Percentage
of Total

31
15
22
23

22

N = 379, 1978-1995, plus a few from earlier classes. The total is
more than 100% because of overlap between categories (e.g.,
an archivist or teacher who edits part-time) and because of
people who have been employed in more than one category at
different times.

Publications
Publications provide indications of full- and part-time
editorial activity that has been completed, at least in part.
They also indicate productivity by alumni whose employment could not be determined Publications also indicate
productivity in areas of history outside editing, including
other academic books, books for general audiences, and
publications about historical sites and other resources, that
are often informed by editorial scholarship.
The graduates of the institute have been prolific. The
numbers that follow are understated for several reasons.
First, some alumni publications could not be identified
because the interns had changed their names or because
their names were too common to distinguish them from
others in the bibliographical databases. Second, some
publications do not show up in a bibliographical search
by author. These include many microform editions (often the guides will pop up, but not the editions) and many
finding aids. Finally, editions that employ several editors
are often catalogued only under the name of the director
or the main editor, and sometimes only under the name
of a long-dead founding editor. Even if associate editors' names appear on the title page, they may not appear
38
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in catalogues. If the names do not appear on the title page
they certainly do not appear in the catalogue. I have corrected for such problems when I had the data to do so,
but the number of editions is undoubtedly understated. I
cannot estimate the number of finding aids uncounted,
but this number, too, is understated Volumes not counted,
other than editions, owing to name changes, probably do
not exceed a dozen. I counted only publications that appeared at least two years after an intern's attendance at
the institute. In most cases, at least three years had elapsed
I did not count dissertations issued only in microform.
Nor did I count publications in journals, though a sampling suggests that alumni have published many articles,
including editions of brief works, in a broad range of
historical periodicals.
The graduates of the institute from 1978 through
1995, plus the handful identified from earlier years, number 327 people. They are the authors of about 425 titles
(counting multivolume editions and microfonns as single
tides). Of these, 170 tides are documentary editions.
Multivolume or microform editions total 67 of the 170.
Translating this number into actual volumes would be
difficult. In some cases, a single editor is responsible for
a dozen volumes. Most of these projects, however, are
collaborative, so that graduates working on the largest
projects may be responsible, in part, for producing a
volume every year or two. Should they be given credit
for a fraction of a volume? And should the Lincoln Legal Papers, when completed, be counted as 90 percent
the product of institute alumni? And how many volumes
is a CD-ROM? How many volumes is a reel of microfilm? Rather than try to come up with a precise number,
let us just say that graduates of the institute have produced
a lot of documentary editions, the equivalent of perhaps
four hundred to five hundred volumes. Table 4 lists some
of the NHPRC-sponsored editions to which institute
alumni have contributed.
As it turns out, though, alumni are producing many
books in other categories. One category I used was general books, which includes scholarly monographs, popular histories, and collections of essays. The total for this
category was 188 volumes. In addition, institute graduates have published 13 books of local history, 50 reference books, and 5 fmding aids to unpublished collections.
(Finding aids for editions are counted as part of the editions.)
Hidden within these categories is an enormous range
of tides. The reference books, for example, include two
tides specific to documentary editing: Michael Stevens ('78)
and Steven Burg ('95),EditingHtstaricalDocumentsandBeth

Luey ('81), Editing Documents and Texts. But they also include such titles as TheAmerican Revolution, 1775-1783:An
Encyclopedid, (Richani L. Blanco, '78), The Encyclopedid, ifIndid,napolis (DavidJ. Bodenhamer, '78), the BiographicalDirectory ifthe United States Omgress, 1774-1989 (Kathryn A.
Jacob, '79), and the Encyclopedid, ifTranscendentalism (Wesley
T. Mott, '80).
Biographies are, predictably, abundant. They include
lives of Eugene Debs (Gentle Rebel, by James R.
Constantine, '80), Emma Goldman (Candace Falk, '80),
Robert Mills, Architect (fohn Morrill Bryan, '86), Carter G.
WOodson, A Life in Black History (facqueline Goggin, '85),
and Rebel Against Injustice: The Life o/Frank P. O'Hare (peter H. Buckingham, '94).
Most varied of all are the "general books," which
include an astonishing range of history. Most are scholarly monographs: The Private Civil ~r: Popular Thought
During the Sectiand Canflict (Randall C. Jimerson, '78),Damn

One measure that I did not investigate is the involvement of institute alumni in professional organizations.
Even a quick survey, however, indicates a high degree of
activity in the Association for Documentary Editing. The
immediate past president and president-elect are both institute alumni, as are the secretary, treasurer, and two atlarge councillors. The director of publications and her
predecessor, and the editor and bibliography editor of
Documentary Editing are also graduates. This suggests that
the institute has succeeded in enlarging the group of
people committed to the profession as well as to the discipline.

the Torpedoes: A Short History o/US. NavalMine Countermeasures (Tamara Melia, '80), Educationfor Manhood (Samuel
L. Horst, '81), Separation and Subculture: Boston Catholicism,
1900-1920 {paula Marie Kane, '82),A Ficti~ People (Ronald
A. Zboray, '85), Lave and Pawer in the Nineteenth Century:
The Marriage if Violet Blair (Virginia J. Laas, '86), and The
Jacksonid,nPromise:America, 1815-1840 (Daniel Feller, '87).

Table 4. Some NHPRCor NEH-Sponsored Projects on Which
Alumni Have Worked

A few books are clearly designed for a wider reading public, including Teenagers: An American History (Grace
Palladino, '85) andModern Theories 0/the Universe: From
Herschel to Hubble (Michael J. Crowe, '88), as are many of
the local history titles. Most authors of books in this category are teaching faculty. What is perhaps most significant is the range of approaches they take to history. To
the extent that their research and teaching have been influenced by their editorial training, this influence appears
not only in political history, but also in military, social, and
economic history as well as the history of religion and of
soence.
The data on publications do not show many trends.
The number of publications fluctuates from year to year.
Of course, the earlier classes have more publications because they have had a longer time to complete more work.
Nearly every class has had at least one member who apparently did not continue in a historical career. Indeed,
some alumni are not professional historians but had become interested in the history of their own professions,
including law and pharmacy; documentary editing has
become their avocation. Each class also has some members who continue and complete their projects with no
help beyond the moral and intellectual support provided
by the network they establish among their colleagues.

Conclusion
As a member of the class of '81, a frequent speaker at
the institute, and an occasional resident adviser, I must
confess that I began this investigation with a strong bias

Jane Addams Papers
Salmon P. Chase Papers
Jefferson Davis Papers
Documentary History of the U.S. Supreme Court
Documentary Relations of the Southwest
Frederick Douglass Papers
Thomas A. Edison Papers
First Federal Congress Papers
Benjamin Franklin Papers
Marcus Garvey Papers
Emma Goldman Papers
Samuel Gompers Papers
Ulysses S. Grant Papers
Nathanael Greene Papers
Thomas Jefferson Papers
Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers
Henry Laurens Papers
Journals of Lewis and Clark
Lincoln Legal Papers
James Madison Papers
George C. Marshall Papers
John Marshall Papers
Robert Morris Papers
Lucretia CoffmMott Papers
Correspondence of James K. Polk
Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage
Margaret Sanger Papers
Papers of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony
Thaddeus Stevens Papers
Journals of don Diego de Vargas
Papers of the War Department, 1784-1800
George Washington Papers
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in favor of Camp Edit. At the same time, however, I was
very much aware of the difficulties of starting and maintaining an editorial career. Funding is far from abundant,
and mobility is limited. Careers in teaching history or in
historical agencies are also difficult to launch. But even in
my most optimistic mood, I did not expect to find the
amount of activity that even this limited investigation
uncovered. As a teacher, though, I know better than to
assign credit for student achievements to teachers or institutions. Most times, credit belongs to the student. With
these reservations in mind, I will try to put the data into
perspective, with the help of several years' anecdotal evidence.
Even if we assume (too pessimistically, given the
publication statistics) that all of the graduates in the "unknown" category of employment have left the historical
profession, 80 percent of alumni are working as historians, and nearly half are engaged in editorial work resulting in book-length publications (31 percent full-time and
15 percent part-time). Given the state of the academic
market, this is a remarkable figure. The institute cannot
take credit for all of this: many attendees had jobs when
they enrolled. However, the employment patterns strongly
suggest that directors of editorial projects, historical agencies, and archives view the institute as valuable: they hire
its graduates, send their new employees, and encourage
the enrollment of long-time employees who wish to acquire or improve editorial skills. The institute is clearly an

important resource for editorial projects. It does not replace on-the-job training altogether, but it reduces the
need for it. Equally important, it exposes new editors to
a range of practice that is unlikely to be found in a single
project.
For editors working independently, the institute provides training that cannot be acquired anywhere else, presumably improving the quality of the editor's work. (To
measure quality would require a systematic survey of reviews.) But the institute also provides solo editors with
the unquantifiable asset of knowledgeable people to consult when advice or encouragement is needed. Independent editors are highly motivated when they come to the
institute; the experience and the resulting network help
maintain their enthusiasm and commitment. Perhaps the
most impressive evidence I came across in doing this research was the pattern in which an editor with a solo
project has come to the institute, returned to a job unconnected to the project, and five or ten years later produces a completed edition, with institute faculty and
classmates mentioned in the acknowledgments.
Even those who do not take on editorial projects
advance the field. Archivists' help is vital to documentary
editors, and the better informed the archivists, the better
the help. Also, archivists who understand editing are more
likely to encourage researchers to edit documents in their
collections. College faculty members who attend the institute encourage their students to take on editorial projects
for M.A. theses and doctoral dissertations. These institute graduates increase
both the quantity and the quality of editorial work being performed by others.
The Institute for Editing Historical
Documents offers a very good return
on a relatively small investment generously shared over the years by the National Historical Publications and
Records Commission, the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, the University
of Wisconsin-Madison, the Wisconsin
History Foundation, and the Mellon
Foundation. It has trained a new generation of editors, project directors, and
other historians. Along with the Association for Documentary Editing and
NHPRC-funded collaborations, it has
ensured that new editors are well informed about new scholarship and techIn 1995 Michael Stevens, second from the right in the next-to-the-last row,
nology, as well as the profession's
became director of the Summer Institute.
commitment and traditions.

40

DOCUMENTARY EDITING / June 1999

